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THE ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE OF THE PLATEAUX IN 
TROPIC AMERICA. 



J. RUSSELL SMITH. 

The plateaux and plains of Tropic America offer an interesting 
paradox in their relation to the foreign commerce of those regions. 
The highlands are the chief seats of population; the lowlands are 
the natural and, indeed, the only place for the production of most 
of the large and increasingly important list of staples for which the 
non-tropical regions depend upon the tropical. Here is a vast field 
for ethnic and industrial readjustment, by which the people should 
locate themselves where they can have access to the resources. 

A survey of that half of the American continent lying between 
the Rio Grande and the Rio de la Plata shows a topographic distri- 
bution of population the exact opposite of that prevailing in the tem- 
perate parts of the American hemisphere, in Europe, and in Asia. 

In North America the early colonists established themselves in 
the Atlantic Plain, gradually worked up the valleys of the Atlantic 
rivers, and then westward into the basin of the Great Lakes, to the 
Valley of the Mississippi and its northern extension, which is fast 
becoming the seat of empire upon the continent. Along the Pacific 
Coast similar conditions are repeated. The valleys of California, 
Oregon, and Washington contain nearly all the population of those 
States, leaving large areas outside, with very scanty population. 

In Europe the dense populations are on the good lands of the 
Great Low Plain, extending from the Pyrenees to the Urals, and in 
the valleys of the Po, the Danube, and the British rivers. In Asia the 
great preponderance of the people, possibly nine-tenths of the popu- 
lation of the whole continent, and half the people of the world, are 
crowded into the lowlands of the monsoon countries between the 
Indus and Manchuria and northern Japan. Upon these lands the 
summer monsoon rains make possible the growth of heavy summer 
crops. In over-populated Japan the agriculture is practically limited 
to 12 per cent, of the land — a mere fringe around the edge of the 
mountainous isles, where irrigation can be secured for intensive 
agriculture, as her mountain streams flow across the narrow plains 
to the sea. 

Throughout tropic America the centres of population are, with 
certain exceptions, upon the interior highlands, and 99 per cent, of 
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the vast area of lowland skirting the two oceans, and sometimes- 
reaching the interior of the continent, is an unsettled, unused land. 
Instead of being the home of peoples, as in the temperate lands, it 
has always been a bar to settlement, and is to this day a hindrance 
or a prohibition to commerce, and a vast land reserve of unknown. 
possibilities for a more resourceful future to utilize. 

In Mexico the geographers usually classify three zones — the cold, 
the temperate, and the hot,corresponding to the plateau, the slopes, 
and the low plains. Upon the first two are centred nine-tenths of 
the people. The plateau has in some sections a population as dense 
as that of France, and, considering its aridity, is really over-popu- 
lated, and the pressure of people upon subsistence is causing an 
alarming denudation of the rather scanty forest growth. Aside 
from the small seaport cities, the lowlands have a sparse population 
of wild Indians, lumbermen, and other workers in the forest. A 
few new plantations have of late been started there, and this new 
work, in conjunction with recent railroad-building, has created a 
demand for labour that can only be met by importing labourers from 
the plateau, and one of the present reforms of the Government is 
to stop the carrying away of the highland- dwellers to involuntary 
servitude in the lowland forests. 

Central America is still more pronouncedly a plateau country. 
The heavy rains from the trade-winds give dense forests to the 
slopes, and reduce much of the coastal plain to swampy jungle. 
The Atlantic plain being wider than the Pacific, the plateau between 
the double mountain ranges to the west was more easily reached 
from the latter ocean, from which it was settled, and through whose 
ports its commerce was for more than three centuries almost exclu- 
sively carried on. In recent years coastal settlements along the 
Caribbean have grown through the rise of the banana industry, and 
Costa Rica and Guatemala have shifted a part of their commerce 
to the east through the opening of railroads to Caribbean ports ; 
but, in the main, Central America is still, economically speaking, a 
Pacific country, because the centres of population, being upon the 
plateau, lie nearer to that ocean, and use it as their highway to the 
outside world. 

The Pacific Coast of South America shows, in the main, the same 
conditions. The marine plain from Panama to Central Ecuador is- 
wet, forest-clad and, except for a few unwholesome ports, pos- 
sessed entirely by a few wandering Indians. Ecuador consists of a 
fertile low plain containing one-fourth of the population, and a 
high, isolated, and hilly plateau between the ranges of the Andes, 
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upon which the remaining three-fourths of the people are crowded. 
Peru presents a similar spectacle, with comparatively dense popu- 
lation upon a plateau so high that men wear woollen masks to protect 
their faces from the cutting winds. The Peruvian coast lands have 
a greater development than any other in tropic America, owing to 
the aridity and healthfulness of the desert and a water supply from 
the Andes to support agriculture by irrigation. 

In northern South America the outlying ramifications of the 
Andes mark the limits of the really-peopled districts. Columbia, 
drained by the splendid Magdalena, uses the surface of the river as 
a means of communication between the sea coasts and the isolated 
plateau settlements, while the great valley lies almost untenanted. 
Venezuela has a similar condition ; but, fortunately, her plateaux, 
centring around Caracas, are nearer the sea. The Orinoco, with tens 
and hundreds of thousands of square miles of grass lands, and of 
forest lands, has a few feeble settlements, supplied by one trading 
steamer. This valley typifies the condition of the interior of the 
South American continent. One of the world's greatest plains 
extends from the mouth of the Orinoco to the mouth of the Rio 
de la Plata and from the mouth of the Amazon to the foot of the 
Andes — a region that doubles the area of the Mississippi Valley, 
with its 40,000,000 people, or the Yantgtse-Kiang, with 150,- 
000,000. But the South American land is a land unknown. In 
northern Argentina, even outside the tropic, large rivers have 
never been correctly charted, and in the Amazon Valley American 
Commonwealths could be lost to the world if put down in the 
midst of unexplored reaches of jungle. Only the larger streams 
have been navigated by native and Portuguese rubber-gatherers 
and a few scientific expeditions. 

In Brazil the centre of population is on the plateau lying inland 
from Rio de Janeiro and Santos, and on both sides of the Tropic of 
Capricorn. In this area, the centre of the world's coffee production, 
is the best-developed railway-net to be found in the Torrid Zone. 
The elevation of the district, however, robs it of full tropic climate. 

The coast of Brazil has the largest seaports of tropic America — - 
Rio de Janeiro, Bahia, and Pernambuco. These cities are all on a 
coast swept by the trade winds, and excepting Rio, which is the 
national capital and the port for a large interior district, they are 
the centre of producing districts of small area lying close to the 
sea. In British Guiana this characteristic is more pointedly brought 
to notice, because nearly all the exports of this large colony are 
grown on a strip of alluvium diked and reclaimed from the sea after 
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the manner of Holland. Furthermore, the coast settlements and 
cities from Rio de Janeiro to Guiana are largely populated by negroes 
or mulattoes, or, as in Guiana, by imported East Indian coolies. 

The location of cities in tropic America shows forcibly the im- 
portance of the plateau. In temperate North America and in north- 
ern Europe there is no national capital that is not located on a low 
plain. Many "of them are seaports, and all can be reached from 
the sea by at least river or canal navigation. In all tropic America 
there are eleven independent nations, excepting Panama, and, of the 
twelve, but one, Brazil, has a capital city that is also a seaport. 
The Brazilian capital is not fully maritime, since the suburb of 
Petropolis, on the escarpment of the plateau, over 3,000 feet above, 
is the real administrative centre, the residence of the Diplomatic 
Corps and the Brazilian aristocracy, and it has also a growing 
textile industry. The other ten capitals of the American tropic are 
beyond the reach of any kind of navigable connection with the 
ocean, and are usually situate upon plateaux from a, 000 to 9,000 
feet in elevation, where good drainage and cool and wholesome 
climate prevail.* The colonies of Guiana and Belize and the Re- 
public of Panama do not enter into this comparison, because they 
possess no available plateaux for capital sites. 

This centring of city, as well as country, life upon the plateau 
leads to a peculiarity which may really be called a division of 
•city functions. In the temperate zone every seaport develops 
in time into a considerable industrial centre, the productive in- 
dustries often supporting more of the population than the purely 
commercial. In the greater part of tropic America these two 
services are separated, and the city may be thought of as in two 
parts — one the port commercial, the other upon the highland as in- 
dustrial, administrative, and residential. In Costa Rica the capital, 
San Jose, has its port in Port Limon ; Caracas has La Guayra and 
Puerto Cabello; Lima, Callao; and Santos, Brazil, with 20,000' 
people, is the greatest coffee port in the world and the port for Sao 
Paulo, a thriving plateau city with a population of nearly 200,000. 
Each of these ports is much smaller than the city for which it is 
the outlet, the ratio ranging from about one-third to one-tenth, or 
even less; the City of Mexico having over 700,000 people,! and the 
combined populations of the ports of Vera Cruz and Tampico not 
more than 50,000. 

* These statements require modification. Lima, the capital of Peru, stands on "a plain less than 
600 feet above the sea and within seven miles of the Pacific; Buenos Aires, the capital of the Argentine 
Republic and its largest seaport, is on the La Plata estuary; and Montevideo, the capital and chief 
■seaport of Uruguay, is on the north side of the same estuary. — (Editor Bulletin.) 

t According to the census of 1900 the population of Mexico was 344,721. 
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The economic effect of this predominance of the plateau is that' 
the population is located on the least productive lands, and com- 
merce is handicapped by the great difficulty of reaching the sea. 
This difficulty at times borders upon prohibition — and it is prohibi- 
tion for commerce in any modern sense of the word. The upland 
dwellers of Ecuador, for example, numbering hundreds of thou- 
sands, possibly a million, and including the capital of the country, 
were, until the beginning of railroad work now in progress, de- 
pendent for connection with the outside world entirely upon a 
mule-trail, where life and property were often threatened with de- 
struction by slipping from narrow rocks to abysses below. Another 
part of this same trail crosses the lowlands, which rainy seasons 
often made impassable for even pack animals. This case is ex- 
treme in the number of people dependent upon a single route; but 
it is fairly typical of the conditions that lie between a large pro- 
portion of the people of tropic America and the world highway, the 
ocean. As a natural result of this isolation, a large proportion of 
these people have almost no foreign commerce whatever. The 
statement is not made that any single country has no foreign trade, 
for they all have; but also they usually have a considerable share 
of the people who have almost no part in this trade, and who live 
in a house of local construction, sometimes without an iron nail in 
it, eat home-grown food entirely, and wear clothing of the meagrest 
pattern, possibly of homespun, possibly imported cloth. 

These facts are indicated by an examination of the products 
•exported from these regions. Classifying them in two lists, we see 
the relative part taken by the highlands and the lowlands. 



List of Products Exported from Tropic 


America. 


Staple Tropical Pro- 










ducts Imported by 










Temperate Peoples 


PLATEAU PRODUCTS. 




LOWLAND PRODUCTS. 


from Eastern Tropics. 


Coffee. 


Rubber. 


Cabinet 


Brazil nuts. 


Tea. 


Ores and metals. 


Sugar. 


woods. 


Cochineal. 


Rice. 


Hides and skins. 


Cocoa. 


Dividivi. 


Fibres and 


Manila hemp. 


Wool. 


Banana. 


Spices. 


bristles. 


Jute. 




Orange. 


Sarsaparilla. 


Cocaine and 


Varnish gums. 




Cotton. 


Vanilla. 


drugs. 


Pepper and other 




Tobacco. 


Indigo. 


Panama hats. 


spices. 




Gold. 


Cinchona 


Many miscel- 






Asphalt. 


bark. 


laneous arti- 






Cedar. 


Cocoanut. 


cles in small 






Mahogany. 


Ivory nuts. 


quantities. 






Dyewoods. 









The plateau list is short but important in the volume and value 
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of its articles. The lowland list is much longer, with no single 
article equalling in importance the two leaders in the plateau 
column; but as a group they are exceedingly important for modern 
commerce, and of great promise for the future. Only one of the 
plateau products is really tropical — coffee; and it is not fully estab- 
lished that it is limited to plateaux. Some very suggestive experi- 
ments in coffee culture are being carried on at low elevations in 
Mexico. The ores and metals are natural mountain products in 
all climes, and the mountains in the countries under review are 
rich in minerals. The skins of cattle, goats, sheep, deer and other 
wild animals, are commodities of high value, good keeping quali- 
ties, and easy transport, and, along with some wool, they make up 
the most universal basis of export from the plateaux, and, along 
with metals, pay for the meagre imports of those regions which are 
not so fortunate as to grow coffee. It thus appears that many of 
the people within the Torrid Zone are trading exclusively in non- 
tropical produce, and that the large majority of the population, 
those upon the plateau, have probably a small majority of the com- 
merce, including but one tropic product of importance. 

There yet remains a long list of really tropical and lowland 
products, the ones we think of when the word " tropic " is spoken 
— rubber, cacao, sugar, bananas, mahogany, dyewoods, and all the 
roots, fruits, nuts, drugs, extracts and products of the forest, the 
palm, and the cultivated field. These much-sought products give 
a greater per capita foreign trade to that small proportion of the 
population living in the lowlands. The growth of their population 
has not yet responded to the growth in their trade. Almost without 
exception, the natural and cultivated products of the American 
tropics are in increasing demand in North America and Europe, 
where they are required as food or as raw materials of industries. 
Moreover, several staples of the eastern tropics may possibly, with 
proper industrial conditions, be cultivated in America; and rice 
certainly can be, although it is now imported by every country 
between Cape Horn and the Arctic Ocean. 

The needs of world commerce require the products that may be 
produced in the lowlands of tropic America. Can the population 
of these regions increase to meet these demands? Under the 
present conditions it does not promise to do so, but there are at 
least two ways in which it may become .possible. One is by the 
introduction of Asiatics accustomed to similar climates. This 
policy the British have tried in some of their colonies, but the 
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independent countries of the American continent have not as yet 
made a success of that method. 

The other means of peopling these lands is by the application 
of science to eliminate the tropical diseases that are now so fatal 
to white men and harmful to others. This is a possibility that is 
just arising, but which may re-discover to us the New World during 
the present century. Most of the particularly troublesome and 
so-called contagious diseases are now explained as due to or trans- 
mitted by the activity of animal organisms of various kinds. Once 
the danger is known it may usually be averted by combating some 
insect or germ, or by inoculating the person, so that the germs 
have no effect. Within the memory of living men smallpox has 
declined from the position of the world's greatest plague to a 
second-rate disease, due only to carelessness. Typhoid fever is 
known, and with care can be controlled and prevented. Millions 
of our contemporaries have followed the steps by which mosquitoes 
have been proved the guilty agents in the spread of the dread and 
mysterious yellow fever, and the disease has in places been stamped 
out completely. In the same way the sleeping sickness of Africa 
is now known to be due to a variety of the tsetse fly and malaria, 
the bane of tropics and lowlands everywhere is now explained by 
science as another of the insect-carried diseases. As medical sci- 
ence has just begun to study these questions systematically, it is 
fair to presume, in the light of present progress, that the time is 
not far distant when it may be almost or quite as easy to keep free 
from disease in the Mexican plains, in the Amazon or Magdalena 
Valleys, as in the Mississippi Valley. •• 

If such a condition is attained, it but remains so to organize 
lines of transportation that travel will be easy from the hot lands 
to the nearest section of plateau, and so to organize society and 
industry that vacations for men and recreation and recuperation 
for women and children may be easily obtained upon some cool 
plateau, with which the tropics abound. There the depressing 
effects of long-continued heat will be avoided. In this respect it 
will resemble the life in American cities, from which people migrate 
by the hundreds of thousands in the heated season. 

If society and industry can be so organized world population 
and world trade will experience transformations of a magnitude 
witnessed but once before in the history of the world — the settle- 
ment and development of the Mississippi Valley. Millions of 
square miles of the most fertile land will be opened to the surplus 
populations of Europe and America, and the seat of empire in the 
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tropics, as in the temperate zone, will shift to its natural place on 
the shores of the sea and the banks of great rivers. The present 
possibilities of production on these lands are no index for the 
future, because science has not yet been applied to tropic agri- 
culture. If it is applied by these new populations, world com- 
merce will surge forward because of the production of commodi- 
ties that cannot be grown elsewhere and which are desired for daily 
use by the men of all climes. 



THE ALASKAN RANGE. 
A New Field for the Mountaineer. 

BY 

ALFRED H. BROOKS. 

The Pacific margin of North America preserves a northwesterly 
trend for a stretch of nearly 5,000 miles, along the west coast of 
Mexico, the United States, Canada, and a part of Alaska; then in 
latitude 6o° bends sharply to the southwest, as if to meet the north- 
eastern arm of Asia, thrust toward it in the peninsula marking the 
eastern terminus of Siberia. Parallel to this western coast of 
America, and forming a mountain barrier almost unbroken from 
Mexico to Alaska, runs a series of mountain ranges — the Sierra 
Madre of Mexico, the Sierra Nevada and Cascades in the United 
States, the Coast Range of British Columbia, and the St. Elias and 
Alaskan Ranges in Alaska. Like the coast-line, the latter two, 
which constitute the northern portion of this barrier, make an 
abrupt bend to the southwest, and stretch away toward Asia. If 
we in the same manner follow the other great mountain system of 
western North America, the Rocky Mountains, in its northwesterly 
course through Alaska, we find that on reaching the Polar Sea it, 
too, bends to the west toward Siberia. In fact, this is the con- 
tinental tendency, and is the topographic expression of far-reaching 
movements of the earth's crust. 

This turning-point of the geography of the continent can be 
regarded as a great hinge, on one side of which the direction is 
North American, and on the other Asiatic; in other words, the 
meeting-place of the Old World and the New. Along this hinge 



